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Abstract 
Role Playing Games 
Rafael Fernando Gutierrez Jr., MFA
 The University of Texas at Austin, 2020 
Supervisor:  Kristin Lucas
My work often experiments with context and its effect/affect on subjective 
experience. In this way, I am considering the way blackness influences technology and 
the production of images on the Internet and in real life. These inquiries have informed 
my interest in “animated GIFs”, glitch art, mimetic discourse, mixed reality performance, 
and augmented reality. I excavate software, digital applications and the Internet to reveal 
blackness as a copied and imitated form of contemporary culture. My artistic interest is 
anchored to signifiers of blackness that can be co-opted and divorced from ethnic 
significance and the performance of black identity. I like to think of my work as a way to 
consider the dual hyper-visibility and invisibility of the Black body through the 
transformative qualities of artificiality. 
I use appropriation to make new meaning through repositioning of forms and 
ideas thereby questioning the significance of originality. I think about how to move 
beyond the idea of originality and creating something original as formal strategies to 
create new meaning in new forms or context. I ask people to think about how images 
 vii 
work on us and how images are used to indoctrinate and form biases. I use images as a 
language to accelerate this conversation. I am remixing history and giving agency to the 
images and content of the work. Currently I am using technology to perform without the 
constraints of the real world. I want to continue creating art outside of the art object. I 
experiment with appropriation of material memory through the use color book pages, 
memes, and photographs. I use these source materials as a performative scaffolding of 
contexts that shift between the highbrow and low brow, historical and contemporary as 
mediated through Internet cultures. I am specifically interested in the way these images 
are used as a container for history that seems to repeat itself. I look at appropriation as a 
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Denying the Archive 
 
 
Entering into the MFA studio art program at The University of Texas at Austin, I 
wanted to explore work that dealt with themes of military history, which intermingled 
with my own experience in the United States Air Force. I created drawings, printed 
risographs and other works on paper that were sourced from appropriated coloring books 
and illustrations of military history. I would scan images with my inkjet printer. From 
those book page scans, I would manipulate them digitally in programs like photoshop and 
the built-in editing software of my iPhone. At the time I was concerned with exploring 
the vast landscape of memory and how this can shape individual operations within 
society. During my first semester I set out to explore the relationship between an artist 
(me) and the space they inhabit (studio). These adjustments allowed uninhibited 
experimentation with time, spaces, and materiality within my private studio and the labs 
available for making art. I set out to use various lenses of performance, printmaking, 
drawing, and hybrid interactivity. Contemporary American culture and my own personal 
nostalgia were used to make associations between race relations, nationality, 
proselytization, and my individuality. My agenda was to create a dialogue juxtaposing 




I am an artist of color in contemporary America, in a symbiotic relationship with 
the mental and physical ramifications/history of slavery, Jim Crow, segregation and the 
contemporary black identity that rejects those limitations established through category. 
My interdisciplinary practice reimagines the macro and micro aggressive behavior 


















Pictures can offset the intolerability of historical events, while carrying latency 
within themselves, even as they seek to suppress it. A key function of the work is that 
they are able to communicate dismay through the animated GIFs layers that are chosen. 
This stimulates the process of reflection. In this way I am formulating new points of view 
on the history of slavery and its representation, and on the revision of colonial culture 
after images. This work in public will display my individual aesthetic approach to trauma 
and the tool of humor as a weapon. This no doubt is a constellation of information for 
anyone to digest. I think the work requires you to find out what it is saying to you. In the 
process of making this work I had questions of how to tell a story about documentation in 
site specific work, non-site, non-places to help identify larger themes. I use the 
scaffolding of Instagram engaging in the idea of the internet being a public one. For me I 
feel this work will have to live outside of the traditional market of influence right now in 
its juvenile stages. I plan to continue using various digital resources for language and 





























Aesthetics of the Gif and Glitch 
 
Resist the origin 
 
Digital Violent Spaces 
 
A successful meme……not so much 
 
Meme as a vehicle 
 
















When did aspect ratio matter in my work? 
Wide Angle Trauma 
Interest in signifiers of blackness and brownness 
Activating the surface 
Digital Fabrication 
Using Black Bodies 
Distortion through repetition 
Unit formulation 
Embodiment 
Fiction as a solution to a threat 
Blurring lived experience with reality 
Narrative Shape Shifting 
How can sites operate as a force that can remain invisible? 
What can the past say about the present? 
Culture Jamming 
Glitch as a performance to confront discomfort 
Sterilization 
Mimicking meaning 










Failure of images 
Failure of Icons 
Glitches to pull back the mask 
Forgotten history 
Image intervention 
Poking at the viewer 
Showing the digital hand of the artist 
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Figure 1: Morgan Freeman, “animated GIF” assemblage, 2020 
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Coloring Book Pages 
 
 
Early coloring books were looked at as “painting books” and were used along 
with watercolors to fill in the images with color and thus content. These books started to 
find their way into homes around the 1850’s but didn’t become really popular until the 
1870’s and 1880’s. I have always had an interest in coloring books. This is partially due 
to the fact that I am a father. This perspective gives me new insight into the power of 
messaging and images in children’s books and materials as their minds and identities 
develop. I am specifically interested in the way coloring books are used as a container for 
history in a condensed and palatable form for the masses. Images like these can be a 
stand in for racial stereotypes. These containers are an educational device. I think about 
ways to address these images with contemporary tools. Such tools as “animated gifs”, 
emojis and text add further content or strip away the preexisting content. This action 
creates a parallel universe of my own creation. This gives me power over the images, the 
history and context. I am attracted to images that seem to have a lack of power. This is 
related to my choices in using images of slavery and black historical figureheads. I think 
about the way these images are distributed. I am referring to certain coloring books that 
are used to explain such topics as slavery, black history month and famous Black 
Americans. Coloring book pages invite the artist to fill in the lines or present the 
opportunity to draw outside the lines. With my work I feel that I am flattening history as 
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a gesture of questioning what is truth and fiction perhaps. I am remixing history and 















































































Figure 5: My Dealer Called with Tears in His Eyes, “animated GIF” assemblage, 2020 
 16 
 
My dealer called with Tears in his eyes uses a found photograph of a black 
woman gazing into the camera, in her arm, a white child is neatly tucked in, sitting on the 
woman’s knee. The child’s face is blocked by the lettering of the work’s title, and just 
below it, a small but centralized animation of a black child’s face haunts the fragile 
silence that is possibly maintained through the exploitation of the woman’s labor. My 
translation and interpretation of re-membering history highlights the profound absence of 
black self-representation in mainstream media as a continuing phenomenon. The 
visualization of blackness from both the coloring book and the found photography were 
fabricated from an imaginative and patronizing perspective, without understanding and 
authenticity. A coloring book for non-black children is a tool for artistic enlightenment 
and a toy for leisurely playtime but problematic in nature with historical black 
representation. By “coloring” the black-and-white outlined pictures with digital tools, I 
relocate the viewer into an alternative universe, in which the historical and simultaneous 























































Figure 8: FD 1, “animated GIF” assemblage, 2020 
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Figure 12: FD 5, “animated GIF” assemblage, 2020 
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Figure 14: FD 7, “animated GIF” assemblage, 2020 
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My research behind the creation of coloring book pages born from the myth of 
Goldie Locks & The Three Bears is juxtaposed with an interpretation of “The life of 
Frederick Douglas.” With Goldie Locks & The Three Bears, there are art historical 
precedents connected to the structural study of myth. Goldie Locks & The Three Bears 
can be deciphered as an inverse of nature/culture, which is an element that I am utilizing 
in my own work. The use of coloring pages from “The life of Frederick Douglas” is also 
being used to critique institutional lore of slavery and capitalism. In the work, I am 
making associations and disassociations between race, gender, nationality, history, myth 
and lore alongside various institutional criticisms. In the digital coloring book pages, I 
found with a google search of Frederick Douglass, I came across a series of pages from 
an antique coloring that seemed to neither capture the likeness of Frederick Douglass nor 
have the ability or knowledge to capture his full story in a few badly drawn illustrations. 
This coloring book uses text and image to narrate the origin story of the legendary orator 
Frederick Douglass. I engaged with the work to render scenarios with gifs that are 
available online instantly to replace parts of the original image. As the story progresses, 
signifiers with more complex meanings surface. Douglas sits on a stool and leans over to 
a wooden barrel to practice writing. Glitches appear to hinder the reception of visual cues 
to unveil the whitewashing of history and the difficult hypervisibility and invisibility of 
personhood. The work may seem frenzied at a glance but requires a bit of patience in 
order to decipher all the hints and confrontations which were rebuilt into the seemingly 
merry and innocent narrative. I have had to consider my own role in these matters as a 
current graduate student here on a diversity fellowship and what impact this has or will 
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have on my studio art practice. I am fascinated with the culture of MEMES, direct 
messaging, followers and the people, places and things I choose to follow. Thus far I 
have focused on appropriated images that are overlaid with personal text to create 
MEMES that have received both praise and irritation. The images I am using for this 
work are all photographed with my iPhone and sourced from film, television, news, etc. 
This work is still developing, and I have plans to expand into performance and site- 
specific interactions. I am spellbound with perceived natural and supernatural phenomena 
involving the use of MEMES dispensed through the social media platform of Instagram 
and the internet. I use images as a language to accelerate the conversation. Maybe this is 
an attempt for me to destroy history. What is the counterpoint to beauty? My art is a 
reflection of historical reality turned on its head. My work borrows the device of 
animated graphic interchange format (gif) to challenge pre-established understanding of 










































































































































































































































































James Benning “what do I have access to now?” 
Gordon Clarke 
P. Adam Sitney 
Jonas Mekas of the Flaming creative 








































































Jeff Williams - “Have you seen the Glenn Ligon coloring book paintings?  It is difficult 
not to think about them in relation to these works, an art historical connection. Also, with 
Goldie Locks there are art historical precedents, an anthropologist updated the structural 
study of myth using Goldie Locks and decoded it as an inverse of nature/culture.  The 



















Longer work seems to hold the viewer for longer periods of time. I use vertical 
formatting of the screens to relate to an iPhone. I use my iPhone to make all of my work. 
I use the loop or repeating as a technique that relates to time being a circle and things 
having the odd ability to repeat themselves. I utilize repetition as a method to slowly 
reveal my intentions. Our current history is shaped by the past. Things that happen seem 
to reappear in the present and set the stage for the future. I hope to address this in my 
work. I use social media platforms like Instagram because they are all about images. 
Images are circulated to many people in a very fast pace. I relate my use of Instagram in 














I believe this body of work will have real-world impact by asking people to think about 
how images work on us. How images are used to indoctrinate and form biases. I use 
images as a language to accelerate this conversation. I want to tear down the modernist 
approach and idea that the world can be contained somehow. In this way I am ultimately 
denying the authority of the archive. It is my intent to excavate the past, making the 
present hyper visible and speculate on the future. I am remixing history and giving 
agency to the images and content of the work. Currently I am using technology to 
perform without the constraints of the real world. I want to continue creating art outside 
of the art object. The next steps needed in building my idea into an actionable project 
have begun with the creation of an ever-growing archive of appropriated digital images 
and specific coloring book pages that relate to my proposal. I have also started 
identifying and archiving the animated gif content that I am planning to implement for 
use in my work. I have purchased a domain for experimentation with the structure of a 
website and how I can utilize this as another way to explore site specificity. I have begun 
using video sharing platforms such as Vimeo and YouTube to study the analytical 
information created by those who have/will view my work. Making work from data and 
turning it into tangible abstraction is exciting to me. I am in the early research stages of 
figuring out how to create an e-book that can be available through open-source methods 
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Father Son Holy Spirit 
 




Wanted for Murder 
 
Who is Donald Judd White Man 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
